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The Metric System

S

H O U L D the United States formally of State, after four years of investigation,
adopt the metric system? Among the begun with a predilection in favor of the
first bills introduced in the present session system, submitted a report in which, after
of Congress was the Metric Standards Bill, discussing both sides of the question, recomproviding for the gradual adoption of the mended that no change be made in our
metric units of weights and measures in standards of weights and measures.
merchandising. Although not acquainted
Since that time metric legislation has
at the time of writing this article with the been more or less active everywhere. The
full provisions of the proposed measure, we first step in legalizing the metric system in
understand that the bill, if adopted, will this country was in 1866. At that time it
not become operative for a period of ten was felt that, with the use of metric units
years, and, further, that manufacturers made legal the advantages claimed for it
may use whatever measures they choose would soon lead to its general adoption.
in production.
This, however, has not been the case, and
The metric system was established in today we find that whenever a bill is introFrance during the French Revolution, and duced into Congress favoring the adoption
while in its experimental stage it was re- of the metric system as our recognized legal
peatedly brought to the attention of our standard, so much weight is exerted for and
Congress. The attention was sought by against the proposition as to make it rather
individuals favoring its adoption by this difficult to determine whether the procountry rather than as a result of popular posed change possesses real merit or not.
demand. In 1821, John Quincy, Secretary
The advantage of the metric system over
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the English or customary units, which we
use, is the simple interrelation of units.
The units of length, area, volume, weight,
density, etc., bear such relation to each
other that calculations involving these
units are very much simplified. Each unit
is decimally multiplied and decimally subdivided, so that to change to a larger or a
smaller unit, it is only necessary to change
the position of the decimal point. Further,
in the metric system the same name always
means the same thing, whereas in our customary system there is confusion as to certain units; for example, the quart, liquid
and dry; the ounce, avoirdupois, troy, and
fluid; the ton, long and short. It is also
claimed that the sciences of physics, chemistry, biology, and, to a certain extent,
medicine, have adopted the metric system,
so that it occupies a large place in that
great group of human activities which are
making the future so far as industry and
technology are concerned.
The exponents of the system further
point out that the decimal system of coinage had long proved its superiority over the
pound, shilling, and pence method which
is so burdensome to countries doing business with England, and so it is felt that, in
a similar manner, the weights and measures
should be converted to the more simple
metric system.
The metric system has been adopted as
a standard in Continental Europe; in
Africa it is found in the colonial possessions
of France, Belgium, Portugal, Italy and
Spain. It is predominant in South America,
Central America, and the West Indies. It
was adopted in the Philippines in 1906;
Japan accepted it in 1921. The United
States and England with its colonial possessions, are the only great countries of the
world that have not as yet adopted the
system.
The opponents of the system assert that
only a small percentage of the population
has expressed a desire for the change, and
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that there has never been a popular demand for it or anything approaching a
general sentiment in favor of it; that the
units of weights and measures now employed are convenient because of our long
experience with present standards; and
that the adoption of the system is everywhere imperfect. They maintain there
is not a country in the world that has
succeeded in eradicating its old system, and
in support of this statement point out that,
in the textile industry, the use of "pound"
and "yard" are so closely identified with
the industry as a standard, these units are
recognized in metric as well as non-metric
countries; and, further, that there are very
few English standards that can be converted into easily remembered metric
equivalents. The yard is so firmly fixed
throughout the world as a standard in textiles, it is doubtful if a generation would
efface it.
Those who are opposed to the metric system say that in Latin countries the people
use the system only to the extent that they
are compelled by law, and express the belief
that South American countries will go back
to the English standards because of their
large trade with non-metric countries.
Another objection advanced by the opponents is the cost to the manufacturer, the
merchant, the railroads, the farmer, and
family household to make the change. The
claim is made that the cost will run into
very large figures, but on the other hand
those who are favorable to the system
point out that, since ten years are allowed
to make the change, it can, in many cases,
be made gradual.
In this country, with its large rural population, it is pointed out that in agriculture
the present weights per bushel of products
raised by the farmer are those which any
able-bodied man can carry, whereas the
metric unit of hectoliter or decaliter are
either too large or too small. The metric
units of measure lack the essential quality
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of handiness and for this reason alone will
not appeal to the farmer.
From an accounting point of view there
is no question but that the metric system
would be a decided improvement over the
present standards of weights and measures.
Old customs die hard, and the matter of
education to new standards is an extremely
difficult task, but we seldom know how
good a thing is until we become accustomed
to using it.
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